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THE FLUCTUATIONS OF MOOD* 


Don W. DysinceR 
University of Nebraska 


In a previously reported investigation (2) an effort was 
made to study the fluctuations of mood and the factors 
affecting these fluctuations. For this purpose blanks were 
supplied for each subject to be filled out*twice daily during 
the experimental period. The mood at the time of reporting 
was indicated by checking a horizontal scale. This was 80 
, millimeters long, one extreme being marked ‘cheerful’ and 

the other ‘depressed.’ A similar scale, 54 millimeters long, 
was used for recording the judgments of physical condition, 
one extreme marked ‘poor’ and the opposite ‘excellent.’ In 
addition, spaces were provided for reporting the causes of 
the mood and physical condition, terms descriptive of the 
mood and physical condition, and any emotional experi- 
ences of the subject subsequent to the previous report. These 
records were made by a group of 16 subjects over periods 
ranging from 20 to 68 days. Among the subjects were sev- 
eral staff members of the university, graduate and under- 
graduate students, and one subject with no education be- 
yond the high school. The coefficients of correlation be- 
tween judgments of mood and those of physical condition 
varied from —.361 to +.740. Of the sixteen coefficients, only 
one was negative and 10 of the remaining 15 were statis- 
tically significant. There were marked differences among 
the subjects in the general level of mood during the experi- 
mental period as well as in respect to the variability of the 
fluctuations. However, there were no indications of periodic 
mood fluctuations. 

The present investigation was undertaken to check the 
previous findings in respect to the relationship between the 
judgments of mood and physical condition, and to determine 
whether or not more frequent daily reports would give in- 
dications of periodic mood fluctuations. The same general 
procedure was again followed, with some modification. The 
group of subjects was more homogeneous, all 24 being uni- 


* Recommended for publication by Dr. J. R. Kantor, March 7, 1938. 
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versity students who had completed six or more hours of 
Psychology. Of these nine were women, the remainder men. 
All subjects recorded their judgments within the same pe- 
riods of each day, in the intervals between 7:00 and 9:00 
a. m., between noon and 2:00 p. m., and between 5:00 and 
7:00 p. m. Although the proximity of these periods to the 
usual meal hours undoubtedly had some influence on the 
judgments of the subjects, the advantages of convenience 
and the resulting regularity were considered to outweigh the 
probable disadvantages. All subjects kept the records during 
the same experimental period, the five weeks beginning on 
the 5th of March. One subject, D, was employed at night 
so made his reports at the same’ periods during the night 
instead of during the daytime. 

For purposes of convenience a considerably shortened rec- 
ord blank was used. These measured 3.5x8.5 inches, and 
contained spaces for indicating the date and time of record- 
ing, an 86 millimeter scale for indicating the judgments of 
mood, a 76 millimeter scale for indicating the judgments of 
physical condition, and spaces for indicating specific causes 
for each of these. In addition to the record blanks each 
subject was given two pages of instructions. The first of 
these concerned the daily periods during which the reports 
were to be made, the suggestion that judgments be recorded 
rapidly, and a request that the subject refrain from referring 
to blanks previously filled out. On the second page specific 
instructions were given regarding the meaning of the five 
headings on the record blank. These were as follows: 


Instructions 


1. Date and Time: Indicate the time to the near- 
est five minutes, e.g. 8:35 a. m. 

2. Mood: The scale is to be marked according to 
the mood existent at the time. Consider the 
extreme of depression to be the most depressed 
state that you have ever experienced, and the 
extreme of cheerfulness to be the most cheer- 
ful state that you have ever experienced. Draw 
a line across the base line of the scale at a point 
which indicates your present mood in relation to 
these extremes. 

. 3. Cause of mood: This space is provided for a 
statement of any circumstances or conditions 
which you believe to be responsible for your 
mood at the time. If you can think of no reason 
for the existence of the mood indicate this by 
writing ‘none’ in the space. 
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4. Physical condition: Check the horizontal scale 
at a point indicative of your physical well-being 
at the time. ‘Excellent’ indicates the extreme 
of physical well-being and good health. ‘Poor’ 
indicates the opposite, actual illness. 

5. Comment: This space is provided for terms 
descriptive of your physical condition at the 
time. Indicate specifically the nature of any 
physical complaints, e.g. toothache, headache, 
etc. 


The recorded judgments of mood and physical condition 
were measured in millimeters from the mid-point of each 
scale. Plus values were arbitrarily assigned to judgments of 
cheerful mood and excellent physical condition, negative 
values to judgments of depressed mood and poor physical 
condition. 

A summary of the results is given in Table I. A marked 
variability in the relationship between judgments of mood 
and those of physical condition is apparent. The coefficients 
of correlation vary from —.039 to +.710. Only two of the 
coefficients are negative, however, neither of which is statis- 
tically significant. Of the entire 24 coefficients, 19 are statis- 
tically significant, with 11 of these above +.500. One fac- 
tor of importance in this connection is the consistency with 
which judgments of poor physical condition were accom- 
panied by reports of depressed mood. When the physical 
condition of the observer was reported as superior the 
mood judgments were found to vary from one extreme to 
the other. However, it was usual to find that any sort of 
physical complaint reported was accompanied by a depressed 
mood. There were enough exceptions to this generalization, 
however, to warrant the statement that under some circum- 
stances actual physical illness may be reported stimulta- 
neously with a cheerful mood. Such reports were made by 
five subjects, indicating that this was not due to some 
peculiarity of one subject. 

These findings generally correspond with those of the 
previous study. The increased percentage of statistically 
significant correlations between judgments of mood and 
those of physical condition may be explained as a result of 
the increased number of reports made by each subject. On 
the basis of the records of the 40 subjects in the two experi- 
ments it would appear that the mood and the physical con- 
dition of an individual are related to each other. However, 
this relationship is not sufficiently close to warrant the 
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TABLE I 
JUDGMENTS OF MOOD AND PHYSICAL CONDITION* 
Mood Physical 

Observer Mean M.V. Mean M. V. r. No. 
A. + 3.1 65 + 49 3.8 +.604 +.051 72 
B. + 5.5 84 + 6.0 7.7 +.706 +.044 59 
C. + 9.0 bg | + 8.7 14.2 +.580 +.044 105 
D. +12.9 12.4 +12.0 8.9 +.513 +.049 102 
E. +19.0 104 +178 8.5 +.633 +.041 97 
F. 0.0 8.7 +35.1 5.3 +.232 +.065 97 
G. +13.3 6.0 +16.6 1.1 +.125 +.070 90 
H. +25.5 719 +293 41 +.414 +.058 94 
I. +31.5 13.6 +31.6 9.1 +.486 +.054 92 
J. +15.6 7.7 +11.1 86 +.456 +.053 102 
K. +143 15.7 +68 112 +.441 +.056 93 
L. — 18 41 —03 24 —.016 +.071 85 
M. + 2.1 33 + 1.0 2.7 +.548 +.071 69 
N. +35.5 48 +35.2 20 +.263 +.063 98 
O. +12.1 9.5 +25.5 6.0 +.697 +.039 719 
P. +67 106 + 69 7.0 +.055 +.068 98 
Q. + 3.5 9.6 + 5.6 5.4 +.304 +.074 68 
R. +12.3 8.4 +11.0 8.0 +.682 +.041 76 
Ss. +22.9 8.1 +23.0 6.8 +.710 +.033 105 
2. —17 9.0 + 48 4.1 —.039 +.080 71 
 - +17.2 10.6 +17.9 8.6 +.315 +.061 99 
¥. — 0.5 7.4 —8.5 5.1 +.436 +.069 62 
W. +33.2 8.3 +37.7 0.6 +.503 +.050 101 
X. —40 123 — 58 79 +.634 +.048 72 
*The means of the juc a of ene and physical condition are 

given under the corres g headings. The M. yr indicates the mean 


variation of these ju Smente The coefficients of correlation indicate 
the relationship between judgments of mood — physical condition in 
the reports of each subject. All measures are eters. Subjects 
A to O are men, P to women. 


conclusion that variations in physical condition are ade- 
quate to account for fluctuations in mood. 

In an effort to determine the nature of other factors of 
importance in causing cheerful or depressed moods the re- 
ports of the various observers as to recognized causes were 
tabulated. Because of the lack of any consistent or sys- 
tematic scheme for making such reports these were classi- 
fied by the experimenter. In many instances the given cause 
was found to be of such a nature that even rough classifica- 
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tion was impossible. Very general statements or references 
to purely personal matters constituted the bulk of these. 
Reports which lended themselves to classification were tabu- 
lated, and those most frequently mentioned are given in 
Table II. 


TABLE II 
CAUSES GIVEN FOR MOODS* 

Cheerful Moods Men Women 
Accomplishment in work ............ 8 7 
Social anticipation .................. 12 9 
Past social activities ................. 8 8 
Sports competition .................. 4 1 
2 0 

Depressed Moods Men Women 
+t 5 
Sports competition .................. 2 0 
0 3 


* The given causes for cheerful and depressed moods are given under 
the corresponding headings. The number of subjects reporting each 
cause five times or more is indicated also. 


In a majority of the reports the subjects indicated an in- 
ability to give any definite cause for the mood existent at the 
time. This was found to be true not only when the mood ap- 
proximated the average level for the entire experimental 
period but also when the report indicated a mood either con- 
siderably above or below this general level. It is probable 
that in some cases the subjects were unwilling to indicate 
the nature of the causal factors, but an indicated inability 
to give any cause found among the reports of subjects pre- 
viously and subsequently quite unreserved in this respect 
lends weight to the conclusion that moods are at times 
existent for reasons unknown to the observer. 

Hersey (3), Cason (1) and others have reported periodic 
fluctuations in the general level of affectivity or mood. In 
an attempt to determine whether or not such periodicity was 
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indicated in the reports of the subjects, the judgments of 
each observer were averaged for each of the three record- 
ing periods of the day and for each day of the week. Among 
the subjects the highest average judgment (indicating the 
highest level of cheerfulness) was found for the morning 
period in 4 cases, for the noon period in six cases, and for 
the evening period in 13 cases. The lowest average was found 
for the morning period in 10 cases, for the noon period in 
five cases, and for the evening period in eight cases. Among 
the 23 cases considered (the reports of subject D were not 
included) a difference of more than four millimeters be- 
tween averages was found in only nine cases. Among these 
nine subjects the highest average for the day was found 
for the morning period in two cases, for the noon period 
in two cases, and for the evening period in five cases. The 
lowest average of the day was found for the morning period 
in four cases, for the noon period in two cases, and for the 
evening period in three cases. In the reports of these sub- 
jects there is little indication of any consistent periodicity 
of mood fluctuations. As previously mentioned the fact that 
the reports were made at or near the usual meal hours may 
have been a factor of importance in these results. The 
presence of hunger prior to the meal, or the feeling of satis- 
faction immediately following the meal may have been effec- 
tive in so altering the mood level that periodic tendencies 
were submerged. On the other hand, however, it would be 
reasonable to expect that the daily regularity of hunger or 
the satisfaction of hunger at these hours would lend to the 
judgments a degree of consistency which was actually ab- 
sent. Only in the reports of subject K were found marked 
differences from one period to the other. This subject also 
made reports which showed the most consistent differences 
in the averages for these periods. In this case the average 
reading for the morning periods was +28.3, that for the 
noon period +13.0, and that for the evening period +3.0. 
The ranges within which these judgments fell were +3 to 
+38, —18 to +34, and — 28 to +36 respectively. Thus the 
marked differences in the averages were actually due to dif- 
ferences in the variability of judgments and not to consist- 
ent judgments from time to time. 

Averages of the judgments made on each day of the week 
were also found. These daily averages were then compared 
to the average mood judgment of the subject for the entire 
experimental period. These results are given in Table III. 
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TABLE III 
DAILY VARIATION IN MOOD JUDGMENT* 


Below Average ...... 8 6 8 8 11 7 8 
ae resent the number of subjects whose average mood 


in dicated day is above or below the mean judgment 
the entire experimental period. 


These data are based on the reports of only 16 subjects, as 
the remaining records showed consistent omissions on one 
or more days of the week. It appears from the reports con- 
sidered that, for a majority of the observers, Thursday has 
the lowest average mood level of the entire week, while 
Monday shows the highest mood level of the week. Due to 
the fact that the experimental period lasted only five weeks 
these results are in no way conclusive. It would appear, 
however, that the existence of a weekly periodicity in the 
fluctuations of mood is very doubtful. 

The data secured in this and the previous study have, in 
general, indicated that the mood of an individual at any 
moment is the result of the operation of several possible 
factors. It is quite evident that at times the physical con- 
dition of the subject is of prime importance, particularly 
when some specific physical complaint is reported. However, 
a sufficiently large number of records were obtained in 
which actual illness was reported together with a cheerful 
mood to warrant the conclusion that other than physical 
factors must be considered. Further support for this con- 
clusion is obtained from an examination of the coefficients 
of correlation between the judgments of mood and those 
of physical condition. Although marked individual differ- 
ences in this respect are apparent, the large number of low 
coefficients is indicative of a marked degree of independence 
between these two variables. 

It is evident in the summary given in Table II that the 
most frequently mentioned causes of moods are concerned 
with the progress of the activities of the day, social and 
otherwise. The two most frequently mentioned causes of 
cheerful moods are accomplishment in the subject’s daily 
work and social participation, past and anticipated. The 
most frequently mentioned causes of depressed moods are 
physical condition and the anticipation of work to be done. 


122 DON W. DYSINGER 


The apparent dependence of mood on factors in the daily 
experience of the subject may be the explanation of the lack 
of any consistent periodicity in the reports. If the mood 
is dependent upon such factors then periodic fluctuations 
would not be expected in the absence of a recurrent routine 
of daily activities, or a periodic fluctuation of some under- 
lying physiological predisposition toward cheerfulness or 
depression. In the latter case the mood judgment would 
then reflect the reaction of the subject to his experiences as 
superimposed on this predisposition. The definite indica- 
tions of the dependence of mood on the subject’s environ- 
mental circumstances lends support to the findings of 
Young (4). There remains the possibility of some under- 
lying physiological factor, too generalized or too subtle to 
be identified and reported by the subjects. The frequently 
expressed inability to give adequate causes for the mood 
existent at the time may be interpreted to give support to 
this possibility. The present investigation offers no evidence 
bearing on this question, however. 


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 


A group of 24 subjects recorded judgments of mood and 
physical conditions three times a day during a five weeks’ 
period. On the basis of the data gathered from this group 
the following conclusions may be drawn: 

1. Marked individual differences were observed in regard 
to the average level of mood and its fluctuations around this 
level. There was no evidence of periodicity in these fluctua- 
tions, either daily or weekly. 

2. The coefficients of correlation between judgments of 
mood and those of physical condition are generally low and 
positive, although statistically significant in a majority of 
cases. It appears that in general the physical condition is a 
contributing factor rather than a direct cause of mood, 
except in cases of actual illness. 

3. The most frequently reported causes of cheerful moods 
were social participation, past and present, and accomplish- 
ment in the tasks of the day. The most frequently reported 
causes of depressed moods were illness and the anticipation 
of work to be done. The subjects indicated an inability to 
give any cause for the existent mood in sa scatriaereacent* 50% 
of the reports. 
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